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Preface
This MAS practice aid is one in a series that addresses administrative
matters related to the provision of management advisory services to
clients within the environment of a CPA practice. These documents will
be of particular interest and value to those who have administrative re
sponsibility for an MAS practice, but they also will be useful to anyone
providing MAS as a CPA, whether as a sole practitioner or as a partner
or staff person in a single- or multiple-office CPA firm.
The information provided in this series may not be directly applicable
in every circumstance because the nature, organization, and operation
of MAS practices vary considerably. Professional judgment should be
used to adapt appropriate concepts or practices described in these
documents to match the administrative requirements of a specific MAS
practice.
These practice aids do not establish binding standards or preferred
practices. However, MAS practice is subject to binding Statements on
Standards for Management Advisory Services (SSMASs), and MAS prac
tice administration as discussed in these documents may include quality
control matters as well as practice management matters.
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Scope of This Practice Aid
This practice aid provides practitioners with information on the written
communication of MAS engagement results.1As Statement on Standards
for Management Advisory Services No. 2, MAS Engagements, states:
Final reports to a client may be written or oral, depending on factors such
as
• The understanding with the client.
• The degree to which the engagement results are provided to the client
as the engagement progresses.
• The intended use of engagement results.
• Sensitivity or significance of material covered.
• The need for a formal record of the engagement.2

Practitioners determine whether written or oral communication, or a
combination of both, is appropriate. They may also choose to provide a
client with certain written materials, such as procedure descriptions, pol
icy manuals, system design documentation, job descriptions, and survey
data, as products of the engagement. Practitioners may also include,
exclude, or refer to such materials in any written report that communicates
engagement results.
This aid does not address the writing of file memorandums. SSMAS
No. 2 states the following: “When an MAS practitioner does not issue a
written report to the client, a memorandum to the file should be consid
ered, outlining matters such as results achieved and documentation pro
vided to the client.”3

Reasons for Communicating
Results in Writing
Practitioners usually have specific reasons for communicating engage
ment results in writing. Such reasons guide practitioners in determining
the appropriate format and content for each particular situation. Written
communication of results can be used to—
1. As used in this practice aid, the term MAS engagement includes MAS consultation as
defined in the Statements on Standards for Management Advisory Services (SSMASs).
2. SSMAS No. 2, MAS Engagements (New York: AlCPA, 1982), paragraph 26.
3. SSMAS No. 2, paragraph 27.
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Inform the client that all or part of the work has been completed, and
relate the work done to the original client-practitioner understanding.
Document engagement observations and findings that support con
clusions and recommendations.
Recommend solutions or suggest further steps (if any) to be taken.
Provide the client with engagement-related reference materials that
can serve as a source for further analysis, consideration, and action.
(Such materials might help clients needing additional information
related to the engagement.)
Provide a way to review the overall project. (When developing a
written communication, practitioners will often review the engage
ment to determine that its objectives were met and that there are
enough facts to support the written conclusions and recommenda
tions.)

Types of Reports
Written communication of results may vary significantly. This practice aid
has grouped written communication of results into three types of reports.
While these are not the only types, they represent varieties commonly
prepared by practitioners.
Interim Report

When there is a particular need to communicate during an engagement,
the practitioner generally uses an interim report, which may, for example,
do the following:
• Clarify technical matters that the client does not understand or that
the client and practitioner have not agreed on.
• Clarify the engagement scope or objectives if they change during
the engagement or if the practitioner determines that the original
understanding needs further comment.
• Communicate preliminary findings, conclusions, and action items
that the practitioner chooses to bring to the client’s attention before
completing the engagement.
• Communicate engagement progress or status, especially when an
engagement is lengthy.
The practitioner can strengthen an interim report by explaining why it was
written and how it can be used. Its relationship to the final report or other
interim reports would also be explained.
2

Completion Notification Letter

The completion notification letter generally describes what the client
asked the practitioner to do and indicates that the practitioner completed
the tasks. It documents engagement completion.
The practitioner might use the completion notification letter when—
• The client has already received most of the project products.
• The engagement has been a counseling relationship in which the
discussions were confidential and not to be documented in writing
to the client.
The practitioner may also choose to notify the client orally of project
completion. In such cases the practitioner may find it helpful to prepare
a completion memo for the file.
Formal Report

When the practitioner decides that written communication is appropriate,
a formal letter or report might be considered. While the particular client
situation and the practitioner’s judgment determine the exact content and
sequence of the letter or report, it might include the following sections:
1.

Executive Summary
If the engagement produces a lengthy report, the practitioner can
use an executive summary. It may include brief statements about
the objective(s) and scope, key findings and results, and significant
conclusions and recommendations.

2.

Introduction and Background
A section providing an introduction and engagement background
gives the reader enough information to understand the engagement
results, conclusions, and recommendations.

3.

Objective(s) of the Engagement
A description of the engagement’s objective(s) gives the reader a
basis for evaluating engagement findings and recommendations.

4.

Scope and Approach
The “Scope and Approach” section identifies any engagement lim
itations or constraints. It can also describe the major tasks performed
and the client’s participation in them, as well as the specifics of datagathering, such as the number of interviews conducted or the spe
cific individuals interviewed, a list of locations or facilities visited, or
written materials reviewed or relied on.

5.

Findings and Observations
Engagement findings and observations within the framework of the
objectives and scope can be documented. They support report con3

clusions and recommendations. For best results they would be pre
sented objectively, in a clear, concise, and constructive manner.
Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions are the practitioner’s interpretation of the evidence (find
ings) in relation to the engagement objectives. The practitioner uses
these conclusions, findings, and observations to formulate recom
mendations. Among other things, recommendations may include a
presentation of alternatives, suggested courses of action, and im
plementation plans.

Illustrative Checklist to Review
Letters or Formal Reports
An illustrative checklist for reviewing a letter or formal report follows. While
reports vary depending on the nature of the work, the style of the writer,
and the audience, this sample lists general items to consider before
delivering the letter or formal report to the client.
The checklist is divided into two components: content and format.
The content questions apply to substantive issues about the quality of
the engagement work. The format questions deal with report organization,
presentation of exhibits and appendixes, and typography.
This illustrative checklist is not meant to be all-inclusive or to address
every conceivable type of consulting engagement. If a practitioner or firm
has additional criteria, appropriate questions can be added to an inter
nally developed checklist. Moreover, some engagements might not pro
vide written reports, and other engagements might provide written
communication in different formats, such as a procedures manual or a
bound compilation of computer printouts. In such cases, only a few of
the checklist questions may be applicable.
Content Checklist

1. Does the report refer to the original understanding with the client?
2. Does the report need to include the following?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
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Introduction and background
Objectives
Scope and approach
Statement of MAS standards followed
Acknowledgment of cooperation and client participation
Benefits

g.
h.
i.

Limitations or constraints
Findings and observations
Conclusions and recommendations

3. Where appropriate, does the report advise the client of critical actions
or implementation steps necessary to realize or maintain engage
ment benefits?
4. Do the engagement products conform to the description contained
in the original understanding with the client?
5. Have the major recommendations been reviewed with client per
sonnel before issuing this report?
6. If client personnel do not agree with all major recommendations,
should their objections be noted?
7. Does the report identify the data sources and their degree of ac
curacy and reliability?
8. Does the report contain sufficient facts for the client to evaluate
conclusions and recommendations?
9. Were the expected benefits of each recommendation developed with
key client personnel and approved by appropriate management
staff?
10 . Have the assumptions used to formulate these benefits been ade
quately documented?
11. Has a draft of this report been reviewed?
12 . Have technical terms been defined or explained?
13. Are relevant positive findings or observations, as well as negative
ones, referred to?
14. Is the logic used in selecting the best alternative clearly presented
and explained?
15. Are all the exhibits relevant to the report?
16. Does the text of the report refer to all the exhibits?
17. Are the exhibits easy to understand?
18. Does the text of the report include key information from each exhibit
so that the reader need not continually refer to the exhibits to un
derstand the report?
19. Are opinions clearly referred to as such?
20. Is it clear that the firm is making recommendations and not decisions
for management?
21. Have derogatory statements been avoided?
22. Have terms such as will, certain, and determine been avoided?
23. Are proper disclaimers and qualifiers used for—
•
•

Forecasts?
Unaudited data?

5

•
•

Outside data?
Report use and distribution?

24. Does the report cite data sources?
25. Will a reader who has not participated in the engagement find the
report useful?
Format Checklist

1. Is the report addressed to the correct individual, for example, the

2.

3.
4.

7.
8.

9.
10.
11 .
12.

addressee of the proposal or confirming letter or someone desig
nated by that individual?
Was an outline prepared and reviewed before the report was written?
Are all client names and titles correctly spelled?
Is the report divided into sections that logically follow one another
and that facilitate reading?
If statistical tabulations and other exhibits are numerous, are they in
a separate section at the end of the report?
If there is an executive summary, does it precede the body of the
report or, alternatively, is it in a separate cover letter?
Is the executive summary short and fully supported by the findings
and conclusions in the body of the report?
If the report is lengthy or complex, does it contain a table of contents?
Are captions and side headings used liberally to facilitate reading
and understanding?
Is one system of main heads, subheads, and sideheads used con
sistently throughout the report?
Has the report been reviewed for misspellings, grammatical errors,
and faulty punctuation?
Overall, does the report have a high professional quality, including
the following:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Consistent and adequate margins
Centered tables and exhibits
Legible type that reproduces well
Numbered pages
Clean covers

13 . Have enough reports been produced for distribution to all appro

priate client personnel?
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